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tween 1815 and 1850 th a t th e  historian  
today still feels the  need to take sides.”
W hat is refreshing is th a t T h o m p ­
son is honest enough to adm it it, and 
one m ust say th a t it is wiser to err his 
way th an  to go the  other. B ut as I 
have said, his lim itations pale beside 
the quality  of his successes. I t  is a 
m agnificent book, organised in a logical 
and lucid way which is rem arkable in 
a book of such size. T h e  Penguin b lurb  
describes it as "probably  the  greatest 
and most imaginative post-war work of 
English social history.” In  this case, 
there  is no reason to dem ur.
H . W . B r o w n in g
THE FIRST CIRCLE, by 
A. Solzhenitsyn. Collins and 
Harvill, 582pp, $5.35.
T H E  BRONZE STATUES of Stalin 
were m elted down. He was daubed 
ou t of paintings, chipped ou t of mos­
aics, and picked ou t of tapestries fol­
lowing the revelation of the  ‘person­
ality cult’ a t th e  20th Congress of 
the  Com m unist Party  of the Soviet 
U nion in 1956.
B ut despite the  bew ildering d en u n ­
ciations and removals of th e  outw ard 
trappings of the ‘Stalin e ra’, a full 
analysis of the  phenom enon of mass 
repressions taking place in  a socialist 
country was no t really entered  upon. 
T h e  result was th a t the  thaw  was not 
complete, and the  clim ate rem ained 
such th a t despite im provem ents, icy 
winds could still re tu rn  to chill some 
area of Soviet society.
L iterature was one such area, and 
Solzhenitsyn’s book T h e  First Circle — 
itself an a ttem pt to reveal and analyse 
some of the problem s of Soviet society 
during  the Stalin period — is one of the 
m any works rem aining unpublished 
in  the USSR. (Such expressions as 
‘Stalin e ra’ are inadequate  to describe 
the period, b u t are used here for con­
venience.)
The First Circle in troduces us to 
one of the extraordinary  institu tions of 
Stalinist repression. I t  is a prison de 
luxe — a w alled and  w ired m ansion at 
Mavrino, near Moscow, where political 
prisoners w ith  scientific or technical 
qualifications work on special research 
projects on special orders from  ‘T he 
Boss’. At M avrino the  soup is thick 
and meaty, th e  blankets are woolly and 
the prison heated . B ut the  memory 
of the frozen camps, the  hunger, the 
unbearably h a rd  labor and  the  physical 
bru tality  is strong. T h e  th rea t of 
re tu rn ing  is ever-present.
But this is not the  m ain  po in t. I t  is 
the deprivation  of h u m an  dignity, the 
inhum an relationships betw een people, 
and between prisoners and  their work, 
which freeze the  soul m ore th an  the 
Siberian frost. A lthough the  action 
described in  the  book spans only three  
days, the reader is in troduced to a wide 
range of characters. For the  most p a rt, 
the prisoners owe their scientific and 
technical qualifications to Soviet power, 
and they serve their country and 
people well. T h e ir  sentences have been 
incurred because of foolish outspoken­
ness, indiscretion, mistakes, or for no 
reason a t all. W ith  an  insight th a t 
seems rem arkably au thentic , Solzhenit­
syn reveals their a ttitudes to the  soc­
iety which has used them  in  this tragic 
way.
Most tragic of all are the  prisoners 
who m ain tain  an aloof a ttitu d e  because 
they believe Soviet society to be com­
pletely healthy. T raito rs, saboteurs, 
slanderers and enemies of the people 
deserve w hat they got, b u t a m istake 
has been m ade in  th e ir own cases.
Barbed wire, brick walls, and e lab­
orate security m easures cannot insulate 
Mavrino from  the society ‘outside’. T h e  
whole apparatus of investigation, p ro ­
secution, punishm ent, and forced labor 
pervades society th rough  links visible 
and invisible. One is rem inded  of the  
words of Dostoyevsky in  his Notes from  
a Dead House, based on  ten  years in
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Omsk convict prison during  Tsarist 
days. . .
. . T yranny is a hab it which grows
011 a m an  u n til it becomes a disease.
I insist th a t the  best of m en can tu rn  
coarse and obtuse from force of habit 
u n til lie becomes a b rute. Blood and 
power intoxicate: they lead to coarse­
ness and perversity; the most abnorm al 
qualities develop in the m ind and the 
senses u n til they become indispensable 
and even sweet. T h e  m an and citizen 
vanish forever in  the tyrant, and a 
re tu rn  to hum an  dignity  becomes 
alm ost impossible for him . Besides, 
the possibility of such perversion in ­
fects all socicty: such power is tem p t­
ing. A society which looks upon such 
things w ith indifference is contam inated 
at its roots."
Solzhenitsyn represents the large 
num ber of Soviet citizens who are 
no t indifferent, and  who arc a guar­
antee th a t their society, whatever its 
problem s, was an d  is no t contam inated 
at the  roots. A form er front-line soldier 
who received an eight-year sentence 
for a  derogatory rem ark in a letter 
about 'th e  m an w ith the moustache', 
his experiences in  a labor camp, a 
special prison (he was a graduate in 
physics and m athem atics) in  exile, and 
in a cancer hospital gave him  rich 
m aterial for his works.
T h e  world came to know of Alex­
ander Solzhenitsyn in 1962 through his 
ice-breaking book A Day in the L ife  of 
Ivan Denisovitch  — an account of 
conditions in a concentration camp 
durin g  the  worst period of the ‘Stalin 
era'. Publication  of this book was 
said to have been sponsored by the 
then  Soviet Prem ier Khrushchov. His 
two m ajor works w ritten  since then, 
Cancer W ard  and  The First Circle 
rem ain unpublished  in the  USSR, a l­
though a story has it th a t the  latter 
was set up  in type for the progressive 
magazine X uvy M ir  before final re ­
jection by the authorities.
Some will object to The First Circle
as “doing damage to socialism”. C er­
tain ly  the  book will h u r t  those social­
ists who did not know or could not 
believe th a t such things were h ap p en ­
ing in the  USSR during  those years.
B ut w hat is really harm ful to soc­
ialism — the actual perpetration  of 
crimes, or the  exposure and analysis 
of them? Does one defend or advance 
socialism by concealing or defending 
its distortions? More th an  one exam ple 
shows th a t the  honest and open dis­
cussion of distortions has the overall 
effect of restoring confidence and 
releasing initiative. C onfrontation and 
analysis of the  past is a  pledge th a t 
the  crimes will no t be com m itted or 
p e rm itted  again.
How m any people suffered under 
the repressions in those nightm are 
years under Stalin? Exact figures are 
h a rd  to come by, bu t a  labor camp 
popu lation  of ten m illion would not 
seem to be an  exaggeration. W hatever 
the figure, it should be known from 
records and should be published. A 
leading Soviet scientist, A. D. Sakharov, 
has stated th a t in  the years 1936 to 
1939, no less th an  1.2 m illion m em bers 
of the  Com m unist Party  were a r ­
rested. T h e  overwhelm ing m ajority  of 
these were shot, o r  died in  camps. 
Most of them  were leading Party work­
ers, such as m em bers of city or regional 
committees. They included m any old 
Bolsheviks who had  taken p a rt in 
the  revolution, so the  effect of the 
repressions was not m arginal. In terms 
of lives they rank  second only to W orld 
W ar 2, and in terms of influence 011 
mass consciousness th e  effects are wider 
and deeper.
T his magnificent book should not 
have needed to be smuggled to  the 
W est. It should have been published 
in  a mass edition  in  Russian, and in 
English by Progress _ Publishers, Mos­
cow. I t  w ould have earned foreign 
exchange in m ore senses than  one.
D . D a vies .
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